The disregarded caregivers: subjective burden in spouses of schizophrenia patients.
Although the burdens of relatives of schizophrenia patients have been the subject of numerous studies, there are hardly any publications on the living situation of the patients' spouses. The findings of this qualitative interview study of 52 spouses of schizophrenia patients are, therefore, especially noteworthy. Spouses not only face illness-specific burdens but also burdens resulting from their partnership and family roles. From a biographical point of view, schizophrenia is often evaluated by the spouse as a decisive point in life that seriously affects the couple's relationship, the family, and the spouse's own life. The chronic burdens of everyday living can profoundly reduce the quality of life and the subject's satisfaction with the partnership. Though partnerships with schizophrenia patients are at risk of breakdown and separation in many respects, they are often maintained for years. Despite the illness-related burdens, many spouses take positive stock of living together. Stable partnerships seem to be achievable when the partner's impairment is perceived as moderate or moderately severe, and when the frequency at which psychotic episodes occur is assessed as still being tolerable. Spouses who suffer from mental illness or impairment themselves often experience the partnership as an appropriate and satisfactory way of life. In these cases, the mutual understanding rooted in the subject's own experiences with the illness is important.